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Contextual Studies- Sound and Moving Image

For my essay I decided to compare and contrast the works of composer Hans Zimmer with that of Gavin Friday, as both have made various film soundtracks in the past including films that would fit into the same genre. For this particular case I decided to study Zimmer’s work on The Dark Knight (Nolan, 2008) and Friday’s work on In the Name of the Father (Sheridan, 1993) as they are both films that are presented as taking place in the real world, not a fiction world with a lot of sci-fi elements that might change the way the soundtrack is composed. As well as this the films are from two different time periods, being released 15 years apart, thus opening up the argument of how film soundtracks changed drastically in the 15 years between 1993 and 2008

Hans Zimmer- The Dark Knight (Nolan, 2008):
For the 2008 film The Dark Knight Hans Zimmer, who had worked on the prequel Batman Begins in 2005, wanted to capture what he refers to as the “endless heroic theme” of Batman (MasterClass, n.d.) This helps to explain why his soundtrack, not just for Batman specifically but the film as a whole, seems to have an overarching theme of heroicness to it, with many of the tracks building slowly to a crescendo of emotion that fits perfectly with the scenes they are paired with to give the audience a true feeling of the heroic nature Zimmer speaks of. In contrast to this swell of emotion in most of the pieces there is also what Zimmer describes as a “little nagging motif that goes all the way through” (MasterClass, n.d.) the film, this “nagging motif” represents the inner nature of Bruce Wayne/Batman who is still feeling the pain of losing his family no matter how much he tries to keep the city safe after they are gone, perhaps best shown as he continues his fight against crime even after the man who killed his parents is brought to justice. The theme itself built a lot on the soundtrack from the first film but improved it in certain places such as more complexity and the different characters themes all having differences in a technical sense, for example to capture the feeling of the character of The Joker while composing the music for the character, Zimmer decided to use razor blades on string instruments to contrast the torturous way the character acts in the film. (Molloy, n.d.) As well as the content and performances all matching the characters in the piece, linking them to the film even when they are played out of the context of the film, many of the pieces in the soundtrack also take their names from lines in the film, another way of having them linked to the film more closely than if they were not named anything at all or just received random names. Some of these pieces include “Why so serious?” “We Are Tonight’s Entertainment” and “You Complete Me” which are all lines said by The Joker in the film, with all of these pieces playing during scenes that have The Joker present, another strong link between the soundtrack and the action happening on the screen 

Gavin Friday- In the Name of The Father (Sheridan, 1993):
For the 1993 biographical film In the Name of The Father, Gavin Friday along with contributor Bono helped to compose songs that not only stuck to the themes of the film, but also felt like they belonged in the world of the film, with the songs leaning heavily on both references to the Irish culture and evoking imagery that Irish listeners would be familiar with. Of the 3 songs on the soundtrack that are attributed to Friday and/or Bono, all of them either feature lyrics or include musical features that are similar to that used in Irish music. For example, the title song of the film includes lines such as “In the name of United/And the BBC/In the name of Georgie Best/And LSD”  (Gavin Friday, 1993) the reference to the BBC is likely a play on how the BBC was seen as very biased against the Irish around the time the film is set (1970’s) with the naming of “Georgie” Best referring to Belfast born football player George Best, also referred to with the use of United, referring to Bests old club of Manchester United. Although this is the most prominent song in the soundtrack, it is not the only one to evoke such imagery, with the song played over the credits “You Made Me The Thief Of Your Heart” (Bono, 1994) featuring very heavy use of drums and pipes, often used in Irish music to evoke the theme of war and battle, something that even features heavily in the film itself. Apart from the use of heavy Irish imagery and songs, the soundtrack also features songs that were not composed by Friday and Bono, with these songs relating heavily to the film through which scene they are used in. For example, during one scene when the main character Gerry Conlon is working out in the prison as he waits for mail to be arrived, the song Whiskey in The Jar (Lizzy, 1968) by Thin Lizzy is played, a song that features a story that is very similar to the story of Gerry Conlon with lyrics such as “As I was going' over the Cork and Kerry mountains/I saw Captain Farrell and his money he was counting/I first produced my pistol and I then produced my rapier/I said stand or deliver or the devil he may take ya” (Lizzy, 1968) With the story of a highwayman having a run in with the law paralleling the story of how Conlon was picked up by the law and charged with being a terrorist despite not actually doing anything wrong. Another song that features on the films soundtrack with links to the action on screen is the Trevor Jones song “Interrogation” (Jones, 1993) used during the intense scene where Conlon is interrogated by the British police upon arrival to England

Silence in film:
The use of silence in a films soundtrack is often overlooked, seen by many as something that cannot be used in an artistic way, although this is something I disagree with. In both the films I have chosen to study there are moments where silence, or even just the lack of the regular soundtrack helps to move the story or helps to emphasise the emotion being conveyed in the scene. For example, In The Name of The Father features a scene where both Gerry Conlon and his father Giuseppe Conlon have been jailed for false crimes, when the two have a fight and start to ignore each other, there is silence between them with no sound heard until Gerry starts to talk to his father about memories from his childhood. Even while Gerry talks there is no background music, meaning when he pauses or stops talking there is nothing but dead silence between them. Another example of this is when the two first get put in jail and Giuseppe accuses Gerry of fouling a ball during a football game when he was younger. With all his emotions coming out Gerry starts to angrily rant about how, while he may have fouled the ball, it shouldn’t have mattered because it was “the only fucking medal that was ever in our house” (Sheridan, 1993). While Gerry rants angrily at Giuseppe, who does not reply until the rant is almost over, the only sound heard is the slight background noise of the prison around them, further emphasising how the two characters who are on the screen (Gerry and Giuseppe) are completely alone in the scenario they are in, with nobody to help them out of it and seemingly nowhere to turn. Silence is also used frequently in The Dark Knight to help emphasise the dramatic points in the film, especially between the two main characters of Batman and The Joker. The most memorable scene between the two characters, a scene where Batman interrogates The Joker after he is captured, does not feature music for the majority of the scene, meaning when the characters are silent there is a sense of calm despite the two characters being enemies and the stakes being very high. This sense of calm helps to make the audience uncomfortable as they know the stakes in the situation and know there is not a lot of time for Batman to get the information out of The Joker that he needs, therefore the silence is just wasted time. As well as in this scene there are many emotional scenes that use the silence to let the audience reflect on what is happening on the screen, this happens in many scenes such as when Commissioner Gordon returns to his family after faking his death in public, without letting them in on the plan. As Gordon comes back in and sees his family again the silence and lack of music helps the audience focus more on the emotional impact of the scene as regards to trying to listen to the music being played. The silence is not only used in emotional scenes as it also helps to emphasise certain moments within scenes, again being used as a way to not distract the audience from what is happening on screen but rather let them take the information in. A good example of this is the scene where various murders are being committed seemingly to further The Joker’s cause, such as when the car of Janet Surillo, a Gotham city judge, is bombed with her inside, with the silence allowing the audience to feel more of the impact of the explosion without being distracted by an overly dramatic score
Conclusion:
Through my research in these films, as well as various other media properties, I was able to explore in detail the links between both the use of an appropriate soundtrack and the use of silence in helping a films soundtrack both push the story forward and helping to emphasise certain moments or scenes. Overall I  think this has been very helpful as it has helped me gain a deeper understanding of an area of film production (sound and sound design) that I previously did not have a lot of experience in, and I do think this will be beneficial to me both in the future when I am making films as well as when I am analysing films in the future as it gives me another way to look at films. With soundtrack being often overlooked in films I believe this analysis has helped me to understand how curtail and impactful a soundtrack and sound can be in a film
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